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CUSTOMIZABLE, CATEGORICALLY
ORGANIZED GRAPHICAL USER
INTERFACE FOR UTILIZING ONLINE AND
LOCAL CONTENT

RELATED U.S. APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to the provisional patent
applications, Application No. 60/508,439, entitled “A Novel
Customizable User Interface for One Click Access to Local
and Online Contents,” filed with the United States Patent and
Trademark Office on Oct. 3, 2003, and assigned to the
assignee ol the present application.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

Various embodiments of the present invention relate to the
fields of graphical user interfaces and web portals. More
specifically, embodiments of the present invention relate to a
graphical user interface which a user can customize and use to
manage, organize and access local content as well as content
on a network.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Since the advent of the personal computer, the user envi-
ronment on the personal computer has continually become
more “Iriendly,” 1.e. easier for the average person to learn,
easier to understand, and easier to use. There are countless
soltware applications available today which allow one to
perform a wide range of tasks with a personal computer,
regardless of one’s extent of computer programming knowl-
edge.

Each software application, for example word processing
software, accounting soitware, media player software,
games, etc., 1s essentially a tool, which allows the user to
perform a task. Most applications have an application pro-
gramming interface, or API, which instructs the operating
system of the computer how to operate the program. In most
operating systems, a graphical user interface (GUI) allows the
user to navigate between and around 1n the separate applica-
tions on a “desktop.” Each application has a presence on the
desktop, for example an icon. Each application must be
turned on, or “launched” as 1t 1s needed during the user
experience. One way ol launching an application from the
desktop 1s by using a mouse to position a tloating cursor over
the icon and clicking on the 1con. Another possibility 1s to use
the GUI to find the application on the hard drive and launch 1t
from there. Each application 1s separate and distinct from the
others. The launching or closing of one application typically
does not launch or close another application, unless the oper-
ating system 1s specifically istructed to do so, which requires
programming expertise on the part of the user.

One common software application 1s an internet browser.
The API for the iternet browser instructs the computer how
to make contact with and interact with the internet. The inter-
net, too has become increasingly user friendly. There are
currently many “web portals™ available to the public. A web
portal 1s a web site which typically has several preset links,
organized by category, to many areas of interest. Once the
user registers or activates the portal, she can begin to custom-
1z¢ the portal to reflect her personal tastes and needs. The web
portal 1s a means of making the world wide web less 1intimi-
dating to the beginning user. The beginning user can “surt”
through the portal’s suggested links without being over-
whelmed by the endless choices available to her on the inter-
net. As for the advanced user, 1it1s a way ol making her time on
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the internet more eificient. She can tailor a portal to her
specific needs. For example, she can log on the internet, check
her stocks, read the news, find out about a sale at a favorite
shop, how her favorite team fared the previous night, and see
the local weather, all from one page, her portal. Otherwise,
the user would have had to go to several separate web sites to
gather all of these different pieces of information.

One limitation of web portals 1s that they do not extend
beyond the mnternet. Other GUIs are designed to access and
manage local content only. The high number of available
software applications 1s growing, and thus the number of
functions for which the personal computer user employs her
computer 1s also growing. As more and more 1cons take their
place on the desktop, the user environment becomes more and
more chaotic. Also the number of products, services and
information available to users through the internet 1s growing
and will continue to grow. The burdens of software and inter-
net savvy have grown heavy for the average user and over-
whelming for the beginning user. The user experience lacks a
common ground interface through which the user can effi-
ciently access and organize local as well as online content.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Embodiments of the present invention, a customizable
desktop graphical user interface for the display screen of a
computing resource, are presented. The graphical user inter-
face includes a plurality of on-screen elements, a plurality of
user-selectable, user customizable categories displaying
user-customizable links to content on a network and content
stored 1n the memory of said computer system, and a media
player for launching said content automatically when one of
said links 1s dragged and dropped onto said media player.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

The present invention 1s illustrated by way of example, and
not by way of limitation, 1n the figures of the accompanying
drawings and 1n which like reference numerals refer to similar
clements and 1n which:

FIG. 1 depicts the GUI as 1t appears on the desktop of the
display screen of the computer. Shown in FIG. 1 are several
exemplary categories, as well as a media player and an search
bar for searching a network or the computer’s hard drive.

FI1G. 2 depicts a category within the GUI, including links to
online content, local content, and an application.

FIG. 3 illustrates the common-ground nature of the present
invention. Through the customizable GUI, the user can access
a network, such as the internet, the hard drive, the business
partners, and the GUI’s administrator. The administrator and
the business partners also have access to the user through the
GUI

FIG. 4 1s a flowchart demonstrating how content can be
opened by clicking on a link 1n a general category within the
GUI.

FIG. 5 1s a flowchart demonstrating how content can be
opened by clicking on a link 1n a specialized category within
the GUI.

FIG. 6 1s a flowchart demonstrating how content can be
opened by dragging a link from a category within the GUI and

dropping 1t onto a sensitive area on the media player within
the GUI.

BEST MODE(S) FOR CARRYING OUT THE
INVENTION

Retference will now be made 1n detail to various embodi-
ments of the mvention, examples of which are 1llustrated in
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the accompanying drawings. While the invention will be
described in conjunction with various embodiments, it will be
understood that they are not intended to limit the invention to
these embodiments. On the contrary, the invention 1s intended
to cover alternatives, modifications and equivalents, which
may be included within the spirit and the scope of the mnven-
tion as defined by the appended claims. Furthermore, 1n the
following detailed description of the present invention,
numerous specific details are set forth 1n order to provide a
thorough understanding of the present invention. However, 1t
will be apparent to one skilled in the art that the present
invention may be practiced without these specific details. In
other instances, well-known methods, procedures, compo-
nents, structures and devices have not been described in detail
so as to avoid unnecessarily obscuring aspects of the present
invention.

FI1G. 1 depicts the graphical user interface 100 as 1t appears
on the display screen of a computer. Shown 1 FIG. 1 are a
personalized greeting bar (117), various category modules
(106), a media player module (114), and a search bar (115).
Upon registration of the software which renders the GUI, the
user may provide personal information, allowing the GUI to
greet him or her personally 117). The GUI 1s configured by
the manufacturer with certain pre-defined modules. The cat-
egory modules (106) can be customized by the user, or the
user may use them as they are originally defined. Whether or
not they are altered by the user, each module carries a unique
identifier which does not change. This allows the manufac-
turer or a permitted business partner to monitor changes made
by the user. All such data-collection will adhere to a privacy
statement made available to and agreed to by the user.

The graphical user interface 100 appears on the desk top
(101) of a computer display screen. The GUI includes mul-
tiple modules called categories (106), a module which 1s a
search bar (115), and a module called the media player win-
dow (114). The media player window 1s capable of displaying
pictures, playing videos, playing music as well as other media
file types. The media player window also includes a sensitive
area for launching selected content. The user can open con-
tent by dragging a link from a category within the GUI, or
from the desktop or from another application and dropping
the link onto the sensitive area of the media player window.
The GUI also includes a personalized greeting bar (117), and
buttons for maximizing, minimizing and hiding the GUI
(103). The user can change the size of the GUI and the
location of the GUI on the display screen. A category can
contain links to content online as well as on the hard drive of
the computer the GUI 1s installed on. In one embodiment,
categories also contain links to content found on other com-
puters 1n a network. The GUI 1s supplied to the user already
equipped with default categories containing links to content
online and on the hard drive of the computer.

Once the GUI 1s mstalled on his computer, the user can
begin to customize the categories. The user can alter the titles
of the categories, hide categories, delete categories, add new
categories, move categories around within the GUI, and
change the sizes of the categories. The user can also delete,
modily and add new links to categories. The user can choose
where a particular link 1s displayed within a category. In one
embodiment, all pre-defined categories have a unique 1denti-
fier. While a user may change the title of the category or the
links contained within 1t, the unique 1dentifier 1s non-customi-
zable. The GUI supports a “reset to defaults” functionality
which hides user-defined categories and links and restores the
GUI to its original appearance.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the changes
made by the user are recorded so that the administrator of the
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4

GUI can evaluate the user’s use of the GUI. Data recorded for
this purpose will be maintained in a data file to be read by the
GUTI’s underlying processes or an external process. Said data
files can be made available to the GUI administrator and/or 1ts
business partners, 1n a way that 1s compatible with the privacy
policies agreed to by the user. For example, the GUI may
accumulate statistics on the number of user-defined links and
categories, without gathering data regarding the specifics of
the content. The GUI may record data such as how many
user-defined links the user creates and how often 1n aggregate
the user uses said user-defined links and how many user-
defined links are to local vs. network content. The GUI 1s
capable of compiling other useful imformation, such as a
measure of user click-throughs from the GUI to partner links
and applications, a list of most frequently used applications,
and a list of most frequently used websites. Business partners
can utilize these statistics to evaluate the effectiveness of their
products and advertisement campaigns.

The GUI also contains a search bar (115). When the user
enters text or a phrase into the search bar, the GUI automati-
cally sends the search request to a search engine on a network,
such as the internet. This can be a specific user-selected
search engine, or a combination of search engines. The web
page displaying the results of this search then appears to the
user on the display screen. The media player (114) 1s capable
of playing multiple forms of media, and 1n one embodiment 1s
capable of displaying word processor documents, book keep-
ing software spreadsheets, etc. The media player 1s not lim-
ited to playing music or videos. It 1s a multi-purpose player.
Themedia player contains a sensitive area (118). The user can
open content referred to by any link on the desktop or within
any category in the GUI by simply dragging the link from 1ts
category onto the sensitive area of the media player. The user
can also open content by clicking on a link within a category.

FIG. 2 depicts a category (200) within the GUI. The title

201 of the category can be modified by the user or a third
party. The category 200 contains links to content online (202),
and links to content on the hard drive of the computer system
(203). Links to content on the hard drive may include, but are
not limited to, spreadsheets (203), word processor documents

(204), music files (205), picture files (206), and applications
(207). The GUI 1s configured by the manufacturer with cer-
tain predefined links. The links can be customized by the user,
or the user may user them as they are originally supplied.
Predefined links may be ludden by the user, yet retained as a
default setting. In one embodiment, the appearance of a link
in the GUI changes visibly (202) when the content referred to
by the link changes, whether the content 1s online or on the
hard drive. In one embodiment, the font of said link to content
which has changed may appear in bold font, while the other
links do not appear in bold font. If the content referred to by
the link 1s erased, deleted, omitted or ceases to exist, the link
1s deleted from the user’s view in the GUI 1n a preferred
embodiment. The selection of a link to online content triggers
the network browser application to go to the desired URL and
display the selected content from the network. In another
embodiment, online content 1s cached at predetermined inter-
vals. The selection of a link to cached content triggers the GUI
to display cached network content.

Categories within the GUI have unique identifiers. A
unmique 1dentifiers allow a third party, e.g. the GUI adminis-
trator, to properly match and track any pre-defined category
back to the default defimition of the pre-defined category,
regardless ol how the user has renamed the category. The
unique 1dentifier 1s not the same as the category title (201)
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displayed to the user. In one embodiment, user-defined cat-
egories appear distinctly different from pre-defined catego-

ries within the GUI.

Certain categories are pre-defined to open content with a
certain application. In one embodiment, a module predefined
with the title: “My Music™ 1s predefined to open content with
a music media player application, through the media player
window within the GUI. That 1s, the GUI will attempt to open
any link contained in the My Music module with a music
media player. Alternatively, 11 a link to a music file 1s kept in
a folder called “Shopping,” the GUI will consult a file asso-
ciation table (see Table 1, below) before opening the selected
content.

In general, when a link 1s selected by the user, the GUI uses
the file association table (see Table 1, below) to map the
requested content to the appropriate application. In this way,
the GUI matches the file type with the proper application,
which was already launched with the launching of the GUI.
The GUI nstructs the proper application with API com-
mands, and the content 1s opened 1n the correct application.

FI1G. 3 1llustrates the common-ground nature of the present
invention. Through the GUI 300, the user can access content
from the network (306) as well as the hard drive of the com-
puter system (303). The user can also send content out to the
network through the GUI In one embodiment, the GUI
administrator (304) and the GUI administrator’s business
partners (3035) can communicate directly with the user over
the network through the GUI 300. As the user personalizes
and uses the GUI 300, the GUI administrator (304) and the
business partners (305) can begin to formulate a profile of the
user (302), and tailor commumnications to the user (302)
through the GUI 300 based on this profile.

Communications can be sent to the user (302) through the
GUI (300) via push technology. Push technology 1s an inter-
net technology that sends prearranged information to users
betore they actually request 1t. The type of information sent
via push technology 1s determined 1n part by the user’s pro-
file. In one embodiment, communications to the user or
changes to the appearance of the GUI are set to occur at
predetermined times, for example holidays.

Applications required for accessing content referred to by
the links within the categories of the GUI are launched con-
currently with the launching of the GUI 1tself. The GUI 1s
equipped with a file association table. The file association
table enables the GUI to analyze a file extension to determine
which application 1s appropriate for accessing user-selected
content. Since all applications run in the background of the
GUI, 1t 1s all but instantanecous when the GUI opens associ-
ated content. For example, when the user selects a link that 1s
a URL, for example “http://www.hp.com,” the GUI detects
that the mternet browser 1s required to access the desired
content. The internet browser 1s one of the applications
launched while the GUI 1s launching. The user can pre-select
the internet browser he or she would like to use, and the
browser employed by the GUI may be different from the
internet browser employed by the operating system of the
computer. The GUI then uses Application Program Interface
(API) commands to mnstruct the appropriate application what
to do. In the example of a URL, the GUI uses API commands
to 1nstruct an internet browser to open the content referred to
by the URL. When the user selects a link such as “MySum-
merVacation.doc,” the GUI detects that the word processor
application 1s required to access this content. The GUI then
uses API commands to imstruct the word processor applica-
tion to open the selected file. An example of a file association

table 1s Table 1, below.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

6

TABLE 1
APPLICATION WHAT DOES
FILE REQUIRED FOR GUITELL
EXTENSION ACCESSING CONTENT  APPLICATION?
.doc Word Processor Software API commands for Word
Processor application
Xls Spreadsheet Software API commands for
Spreadsheet application
mpeg Music Player Software API commands for Music

Player application

In a preferred embodiment, the GUI contains at least one
specialized category. A specialized category is predefined
such that any content referred to by a link within the special-
1zed category will automatically open 1n an application deter-
mined by the file association table of the GUI. For example,
one embodiment of the GUI contains a specialized category
called “My Music.” All content referred to by links within the
My Music category will automatically open 1n a music player
application, through the center media player window. A link
to a music file may be placed in any of the categories, for
example a general category called “Shopping.” However,
when the user selects a link to a music file and the link 1s 1n the
Shopping category, the GUI utilizes the operating system’s
file association table to determine which application i1s appro-
priate. When the user selects a link to a music file and the link
1s 1n the specialized My Music category, the GUI consults 1ts
own f1le association table and automatically opens the file 1n
the music player application, without using the operating
system’s file association table. The user can choose to put a
non-music {ile in the My Music category. In this case, the GUI
will first attempt to open the content using a music player
application. If that fails, the GUI will then use the operating
system’s file association table to determine which application
1S appropriate.

FIG. 4 1s a flowchart 400 illustrating one method of open-
ing content using the GUI. First, the GUI 1s launched (410).
As the GUI 1s launching (410), the necessary applications for
accessing content referred to by links within the GUI are
launched (420). Then the GUI 1s ready for use (430). The user
can open content by directing the cursor to a link 1n one of the
general categories of the GUI, and then clicking on that link
(440). The GUI then utilizes the operating system’s file asso-
ciation table to determine which application 1s required to
access the content referred to by the selected link (450). Once
the appropriate application 1s determined, the GUI opens the
requested content using the correct application (460).

FIG. 5 1s a flowchart 500 1llustrating how the user can open
content by clicking on a link 1n a specialized category. First,
the GUI 1s launched (510). As the GUI 1s launching, the
necessary applications for accessing the content referred to
by links within the GUI are launched (520). The GUI is then
ready for use (530). When a link from a specialized category
1s selected (340), the GUI consults 1ts own file association
table, and automatically opens the content 1n the appropriate
application (550).

Another method of opening content using the GUI 1s
shown in FIG. 6. FI1G. 6 15 a flowchart 600 1llustrating how the
user can open content by dragging a link from the desktop,
another application, or any category within the GUI onto a
sensitive area on the media player and dropping it on that
sensitive area. First the GUI 1s launched (610). As the GUI 1s
launching, the applications required to access content
referred to by links within the GUI are launched (620). The
GUI 1s then ready for use (630). A link 1s dragged (640) and

dropped onto the sensitive area of the media player (650).
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Upon the dropping of the link onto the sensitive area of the
media player (650), the GUI consults the file associate table
(see Table 1) and determines which application can be
employed to access the content referred to by the selected link
(660). The desired content 1s then opened 1n the appropriate 5
application (670). If the link 1s dragged from a specialized
category, the GUI does not consult the file association table
(see Table 1). Instead, the content 1s opened 1n the application
designated as the primary application for that specialized
category. 10

While the methods illustrated in flow charts 400, 500 and
600 show specific sequences and quantity of steps, the present
invention 1s suitable to alternative embodiments. For
example, not all the steps provided for 1n the methods 1llus-
trated i flow charts 400, 500 and 600 are required for the 15
present invention. Furthermore, additional steps can be added
to the steps presented 1n the present embodiment. Likewise,
the sequences of the steps can be modified depending upon
the application.

The preferred embodiments of the present immvention, a 20
customizable, categorically organized graphical user inter-
face for accessing online and local content, 1s thus described.
While the present invention has been described 1n particular
embodiments, 1t should be appreciated that the present inven-
tion should not be construed as limited by such embodiments, 25
but rather construed according to the below claims.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A graphical user interface comprising:

a plurality of on-screen elements displayed on a display 30
screen of a computer system;

a plurality of user-selectable, user customizable categories
displaying user-customizable links to content on a net-
work and content stored 1n the memory of said computer
system and wherein an application required for access- 35
ing cach instance of the content 1s automatically
launched concurrently with mitiating of said graphical
user interface; and

a media player for launching said content automatically
when one of said links 1s dragged and dropped onto said 40
media player.

2. The graphical user mterface of claim 1, wherein said
links can be created by dragging links from the desktop of
said computer system and dropping them into a category
within said graphical user interface. 45

3. The graphical user interface of claim 1, wherein the
appearance ol said links changes automatically when the
content referred to changes.

4. A method for presenting content available on a computer
system on a display screen of said computer system compris- 50
ng:

rendering a graphical user interface on said display screen;

rendering a plurality of user-customizable categories
within said graphical user interface;

rendering a plurality of user-customizable links to content 55
on a network and content stored in a memory of said
computer system within said categories;
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automatically launching applications required for access-
ing said content concurrently with said rendering of said
graphical user interface;

rendering a media player within said graphical user inter-

face; and

automatically opening said content in response to the drag-

ging ol one of said links and dropping said link onto said
media player.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein said links can be created
by dragging links from the desktop of said computer system
and dropping them into a category within said graphical user
interface.

6. The method of claim 4, wherein said media player com-
prises a sensitive area for dragging and dropping links onto.

7. The method of claim 4, wherein said graphical user
interface automatically opens said content 1n response to the
clicking of a mouse on one of said links.

8. The method of claim 4, wherein said graphical user
interface determines the file type of content referred to by a
user-selected link and selects the proper application with
which to open said content.

9. The method of claim 4, wherein said categories within
said graphical user interface comprise non-user customizable
unmique 1dentifiers.

10. The method of claim 4, wherein a user change 1s
recorded and stored in a data file and wherein said user change
1s selected from the group consisting of a change to at least
one of said plurality of user-customizable categories and a
change to at least one of said plurality of user-customizable
links.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein data regarding said
user change 1s used to tailor communication to the user via
push technology.

12. The method of claim 4, wherein said links to said
content are not visible within said graphical user interface 1f
said content no longer exists.

13. The method of claim 4, wherein a category within the
graphical user interface 1s a specialized category comprising
links which are opened 1n a predetermined application.

14. The method of claim 4, wherein the contents of more
than one category are displayed simultaneously.

15. The method of claim 4, wherein the appearance of said
links changes 11 said content referred to by said links changes.

16. The method of claim 4, wherein the appearance of said
categories changes 1n response to input from a third party, via
push technology through the internet.

17. The method of claim 4, wherein the appearance of said
graphical user interface changes 1n response to mput from a
third party, via push technology through the internet.

18. The method of claim 4, wherein the appearance of said
categories 1s user-customizable.

19. The method of claim 4, wherein the appearance of said
graphical user interface 1s user-customaizable.

20. The method of claim 4, wherein the locations of said
categories within the graphical user interface 1s user-customi-
zable.
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